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PRELIMINARY INFORMATION FORM (PIF) for HISTORIC DISTRICTS 

 
Purpose of Evaluation  

Please use the following space to explain briefly why you are seeking an evaluation of this property. 
 

The Town of Pulaski is seeking an evaluation of this district to document the history of this residential, 
commercial, and institutional African American neighborhood. Although other African American 
residential neighborhoods are extant in town, this district is significant as the commercial and civic 
center of the African American community in both the Town of Pulaski and the surrounding Pulaski 
County. The Town is also seeking district designation to make historic tax credits available to property 
owners as part of the effort to revitalize this historic African American residential, commercial, and 
institutional neighborhood. 

 
Are you interested in applying for State and/or Federal Rehabilitation Tax Credits?    Yes __X__  No _____ 

 

Are you interested in receiving more information about DHR’s easement program?   Yes _____  No __X__ 
 
1. General Information 

District name(s): Sweet Randolph Historic District 
DHR ID No.: 125-5021 
Main Streets and/or Routes: Altoona Road, Corbin-Harmon Drive, Johnson Street, Magazine Street, 
Randolph Avenue, West Main Street 

City or Town: Town of Pulaski 
 

Name of the Independent City or County where the property is located: Pulaski County 
 
2. Physical Aspects 

Acreage: 16.93 
 

Setting (choose only one of the following): 
Urban _____ Suburban _____ Town __X__ Village _____ Hamlet _____ Rural_____ 

 
Briefly describe the district’s overall setting, including any notable landscape features:  

 
The proposed Sweet Randolph Historic District in Pulaski County comprises the historic commercial, 
institutional, and residential African American neighborhood in the town of Pulaski, although today it 
is primarily residential and institutional in character. The district encompasses an approximate 16.93-
acre area at the southwestern end of town, north of Peak Creek and the Norfolk and Western railroad 
tracks. Peak Creek, flowing east-west, branches off into Tract Fork, which flows north-south, within 
the district. The Pulaski Historic Residential District and the Pulaski Historic Commercial District are 
located immediately to the north and east of the proposed Sweet Randolph Historic District. Both 
existing historic districts overlap minimally with the proposed district. The district is concentrated 
along two main arteries, West Main Street, which turns into Corbin-Harmon Drive, and Magazine 
Street. The east-west streets, including West Main Street, Corbin-Harmon Drive, and Johnson Street, 
are relatively flat, while Randolph Avenue, Altoona Road, and Magazine Street slope down from 
north to south.  
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3. Architectural/Physical Description 
Architectural Style(s): Colonial Revival, Commercial Style, Craftsman, Folk Victorian 
 
If any individual properties within the district were designed by an architect, landscape architect, 
engineer, or other professional, please list here: 
_________________________________________________________ 
 
If any builders or developers are known, please list here:  Trinkle and Dobyns  
 
Date(s) of construction (can be approximate): ca. 1890 -1993 
 
Are there any known threats to this district? Vacancy; Neglect 
 
Narrative Description: 
In the space below, briefly describe the general characteristics of the entire historic district, such as 
building patterns, types, features, and the general architectural quality of the proposed district. Include 
prominent materials and noteworthy building details within the district, as well as typical updates, 
additions, remodelings, or other alterations that characterize the district. 

 
The proposed Sweet Randolph Historic District encompasses the historic African American 
neighborhood bounded by Peak Creek, residential neighborhoods, and the commercial downtown. 
Centered around West Main Street/Corbin-Harmon Drive, the streets are laid out in a grid pattern. 
Although there were historically other African American residential neighborhoods in Pulaski, the 
Sweet Randolph Historic District is significant as encompassing the largest concentration of African 
American businesses, churches, social gathering places, and the school that served the larger African 
American communities. The district includes a range of building types – including a school, 
commercial buildings, churches, and houses – typical of a neighborhood that served as the 
commercial, social, and institutional center for the African American community in Pulaski County.  

The proposed district comprises approximately 28 primary resources dating from the turn-of-the 19th 
century to the mid-20th century. There are very few secondary resources with the majority of these 
being contemporary modular sheds that are non-contributing. The primary resources within the 
district largely maintain their original forms and massing. As with most evolved districts over one-
hundred years in age, some original materials and features have been obscured, replaced, or modified. 
Alterations in the proposed district include modifications to porches, the replacement of windows, 
doors, or roofing materials, and the addition of contemporary exterior cladding materials. In spite of 
these alterations, the historic vernacular design of the buildings remains evident and retains sufficient 
integrity to convey their historic function, form and date of construction.  

Residential 

The residential buildings are generally located at the west end of the district. The houses, apartment 
building, and former hotel/boarding house are one to two stories in height and are generally of frame 
construction. Exterior materials include weatherboard siding, aluminum siding, concrete block, and 
brick veneer. Roofs are typically gable or hipped and several houses feature dormers. The most 
common alterations to the houses in the proposed district include porch modifications, door, 
window, or roofing replacement, and the addition of contemporary exterior cladding materials. These 
vernacular buildings often include some stylistic detailing reflecting various styles popularized in the 
late-19th century and throughout the 20th century, including Colonial Revival, Craftsman, and Folk 
Victorian. There are a few historic sheds associated with the residential resources, however, the 
majority of the secondary resources are non-contributing modular structures.  

Some notable residential buildings in the district include the following:  



Department of Historic Resources  Preliminary Information Form  3 
    Rev. January 2018 

10/29/2021                                                                     

215 W. Main Street: Constructed ca. 1925, the American Foursquare house is influenced by the 
Colonial Revival style with concrete block walls with alternating courses of rusticated concrete block, 
rusticated concrete block quoins, a Palladian wood window in the hipped dormer, and Doric wood 
columns supporting the porch.  

242 W. Main Street: Constructed ca. 1935, this modest bungalow features Craftsman-style detailing 
with its double-hung 3/1 wood sash windows. The historic weatherboard siding, shed dormer, and 
interior brick chimney remain intact as well.  

Moone Hotel, 235 Magazine Street: Constructed ca. 1900, this building, which operated as both a hotel 
and a boarding house during the period of significance, exemplifies the Folk Victorian style with its 
Fishscale wood shingles in the gable field and porch detailing comprising turned wood columns, a 
turned baluster railing, spindlework frieze, and scroll-sawn brackets. The historic wood siding, double-
hung wood sash windows, and front door remain intact as well. 

Institutional 

Calfee Training School, 1 Corbin-Harmon Drive: Constructed in 1939, the former Calfee Training 
School is the only education related resource in the district. The building exemplifies the institutional 
interpretation of the Colonial Revival style with its red brick, pedimented entrance, and symmetrical 
massing and fenestration.  

First Baptist Church, 220 Magazine Street: The 1967 church replaced the original First Baptist Church 
constructed in 1892 on the same site. The one-story church is influenced by the Colonial Revival style 
with its red brick construction, white steeple, and symmetrical massing.  

T.G. Howard Community Center, 320 Altoona Road: The 1965 community center is influenced by the 
Ranch Style with its one-story, rectangular form and double-hung 2/2 wood sash windows with 
horizontal lights.  

Commercial 

Santa Cruz Building, 184 W. Main Street: The ca. 1950 commercial building was built by the first black 
dentist in Pulaski, Dr. Santa Cruz, and also housed the Corbin Branch of the YMCA and the Calfee 
Branch County Library. The building is typical of the Main Street Commercial style with its plate glass 
storefront windows in aluminum frames, recessed single-leaf entrance doors surmounted by transoms, 
and the modest brick detailing. 

George’s Café, 193-195 W. Main Street: the ca. 1935 commercial building was occupied by a restaurant 
owned by a local resident of Greek descent that served the African American community. The Main 
Street Commercial-style brick building features a stepped brick parapet and brick soldier course 
delineating the first and second stories.  

 
Discuss the district’s general setting and/or streetscapes, including current property uses (and historic 
uses if different), such as industrial, residential, commercial, religious, etc. For rural historic districts, 
please include a description of land uses. 

 
The proposed Sweet Randolph Historic District is located at the southwestern end of the Town of 
Pulaski in Pulaski County. The Town of Pulaski serves as the county seat for Pulaski County. Peak 
Creek flows south of the district and branches off into Tract Fork which flows north-south through 
the district. The commercial and institutional buildings are concentrated at the east end of the district, 
along West Main Street, Corbin-Harmon Drive, and Johnson Street, while the residential resources 
are generally located at the west end of the district along Altoona Road and Magazine Street. Concrete 
sidewalks line West Main Street and Randolph Avenue, the commercial core of the district. The 
residential and institutional properties along Altoona Road and Magazine Street feature large 
deciduous and coniferous trees. 
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There is very little modern infill in the district. Today, many of the commercial businesses, residences, 
and churches along Randolph Avenue and Johnson Street (formerly Water Street) have been 
demolished. Despite these losses, the Sweet Randolph Historic District retains its historic integrity as 
the area continues as a hub of the African American community with two African American churches 
and the T. G. Howard Community Center remaining in operation as well as many long-term residents 
continuing to occupy the single-family dwellings of the neighborhood. Additionally, community 
members in Pulaski have come together to renovate the historic Calfee Training School into a 
community and cultural center that will house a childcare program, a museum commemorating local 
African American history, a community kitchen, multiple event and office spaces, a computer lab, two 
natural outdoor play spaces and a half basketball court. 
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4. District’s History and Significance 
In the space below, briefly describe the history of the district, such as when it was established, how it 
developed over time, and significant events, persons, and/or families associated with the property. 
Please list all sources of information used to research the history of the property. (It is not necessary 
to attach lengthy articles or family genealogies to this form.) Normally, only information contained on 
this form is forwarded to the State Review Board. 
 
If the district is important for its architecture, engineering, landscape architecture, or other aspects of 
design, please include a brief explanation of this aspect. 

 
Located in the southwest section of the Town of Pulaski, the black community of the proposed Sweet 
Randolph Historic District is recommended eligible for listing on the National Register under Criteria 
A and C with local significance in the areas of African American Ethnic Heritage, Community 
Planning, Education, Religion, Social History/Recreation, and Architecture. The area was often 
referred to historically as Randolph Avenue, which served as a general dividing line between the white 
and black communities of Pulaski; however, many of the resources along Randolph Avenue no longer 
exist and the neighborhood historically consisted of a larger area than this one street. The historic 
name “Sweet Randolph” was chosen by a committee of community members to refer to the 
bittersweet reality of an African American community that thrived beyond Randolph Avenue with its 
own businesses as well as social, educational, and religious institutions despite the injustices and 
constraints of a segregated society during the late-19th to mid-20th century.  
 
Although one of several black residential neighborhoods that grew up around various industries 
scattered around the outskirts of the town, Sweet Randolph served as the commercial and institutional 
center for the African American community of Pulaski at large. The neighborhood developed as an 
extension of the downtown commercial core of Pulaski with businesses as well as social halls and 
lodges centered around W. Main Street, Randolph Avenue and Water Street. A number of institutions 
that served the larger black community were also located in the neighborhood, including the Calfee 
Training School, the T. G. Howard Community Center, the Corbin Branch YMCA, the Calfee Branch 
Library, and three prominent black churches (one of which has been demolished). Single-family 
dwellings, a small apartment building, and the Moone Hotel comprise the remainder of the 
neighborhood. The buildings in the district, which are generally vernacular and of modest 
construction, date from the late-19th century through the mid-20th century and clearly convey the 
period in which they were constructed as well as the resourcefulness of their owners. Cumulatively, 
the building types that comprise the district represent the full complement of the commercial, social, 
educational, religious, and domestic life of the community. The period of significance for the 
proposed Sweet Randolph Historic District begins ca. 1900 with the construction of the Moon Hotel 
as the earliest extant building identified to date in the proposed district. However, given the 
establishment of the nearby Bertha Zinc Works in 1884 that provided employment to many residents 
and the construction of the first black school in the district in 1888 (not extant), a comprehensive 
survey may identify extant resources dating to the late-19th century that would revise this date. The 
period of significance extends through the mid-1960s as the community continued to thrive as 
evidenced by the 1965 construction of the T.G. Howard Community Center and the 1967 
replacement of the First Baptist Church. 
 
Pulaski County, formed in 1839 from Montgomery and Wythe counties, was typical of Southwest 
Virginia with subsistence farming dominating the economy. While the plantation system so prevalent 
in the Tidewater region of Virginia did not characterize Pulaski County with its reliance on enslaved 
labor, the county did have a significant number of enslaved workers during the antebellum period. In 
1840, the census recorded the total county population as 3,739 with 971 (26%) blacks, including 
seventeen who were free. By 1860, the county population had increased to 5,416 with 29% enslaved.1  
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During the last quarter of the 19th century, the population of Pulaski County increased from 8,755 in 
1880 to 14,609 in 1900 as the arrival of the railroad and industries brought new employment 
opportunities to the area.2 The Altuna Coal Company built a railroad into the nearby coalfields 
followed by the opening of the Bertha Zinc Works in 1884 at Martin’s Tank, which would become 
incorporated as Pulaski City in 1886. By 1884, the Pulaski Iron Company owned the zinc mine with 
210 employees in 1888. The Dora Furnace – later to become part of Virginia Iron, Coal and Coke 
Company – opened in 1890. While the percentage of black residents in the county decreased slightly 
from 28% in 1880 to 22% in 1900, the number of black residents in the county actually increased 
during this period from 2,452 to 3,237 with the new employment opportunities for Black workers 
provided by the railroad and the numerous industrial operations. This influx of workers spurred the 
development of several Black communities in the town and county – including Christian Hill, Dude 
Hill, Locust Hill, Jackson Avenue, Maple Street, Big Railroad, Dora Mountain, “Sweet Randolph,” as 
well as Needmore and Thaxton Hill, which later became known as North Pulaski. The community 
created by the company housing for black workers at the Pulaski Iron Furnace was also known as 
“P.I.”3  
 
Pulaski City began to develop during this time as the commercial center of the county with twelve 
mining companies and the same number of land development companies locating their offices in 
town by 1900.4 There were two public schools in town at this point, one for white students and one 
for black students. The black school in town opened in 1888 in a frame building owned by the 
Episcopal Church on Water Street.5 Another major institution built in the district during the early days 
of its development was the First Baptist Church. Originally organized in 1879 from Shaeffer memorial 
Baptist Church in Christiansburg, First Baptist Church has continuously served as a religious and 
social center for the neighborhood as well as the larger black community of Pulaski. By 1892, an 
impressive new sanctuary on Magazine Street was constructed under the oversight of the Rev. 
Thomas J. Chick. The large new building was considered “grand” and, reportedly, an accomplishment 
in which African Americans from all over Pulaski and all faiths took great pride.6 This building was 
replaced in 1967 and the church continues to be a prominent institution in the neighborhood. 
 
Pulaski City became the new county seat in 1894 after a fire destroyed the courthouse in Newbern in 
1893. The short-lived voting power of black county residents during Reconstruction was evident in 
the contentious 1894 referendum on the new location for the courthouse. It is reported that black 
voters in Pulaski City held a rally the night before the referendum and demonstrated their unanimous 
support to relocate the courthouse.7 School facilities for black students in the new county seat 
improved at this time with the consolidation of three smaller schools into the Pulaski Graded School. 
The new, four-room brick building, located across from the present school building on West Main 
Street, opened in January 1895.8  
 
The early-20th century continued to see development in the neighborhood. Daniel and Lucy Moone 
opened the Moone Hotel in the early 1900s at 235 Magazine Street to provide the only travel 
accommodations for African Americans between Roanoke and Bristol.9 The New Century Methodist 
Church was also constructed between 1903 and 1908 on W. Main Street. The 1908 Sanborn map 
reflects this development of the district as it depicts approximately five commercial buildings, three 
dwellings, one church, and one tenement building on Randolph Avenue; three dwellings, one church, 
one flour mill, one commercial building, and one school on Second Street (W. Main Street); and, 
twenty-two dwellings, two tenement buildings, one blacksmith, and one commercial building along 
Water Street (Now Johnson Street and Altoona Road).10 
 
The expansion of the Pulaski Graded School in 1915 also reflects the continued growth of the African 
American community in Pulaski as a four-room addition doubled its size and provided “sanitary 
toilets” for the first time. However, the school was still substandard to its white counterpart as it 
lacked a cafeteria or library.11 The school was renamed Calfee Training School in 1921, in honor of 
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Lee Calfee who had donated the land for the school and in reference to its role as a training school 
with vocational classes in domestic sciences and manual arts. 
 
 In spite of the closing of the Dora Furnace and the Bertha Zinc Works following World War I, 
Pulaski County successfully transitioned from an economy based on mineral extraction to one of 
furniture manufacturing during the 1920s and 1930s. The Pulaski Foundry and Machine Company 
opened in 1916. The Coleman-Vaughan Furniture Company moved to Pulaski in 1923 with 125 jobs. 
The Pulaski Furniture Corporation and the Pulaski Mirror Company soon followed as well as a 
Hosiery Mill and thread factory.12 These new industries continued to provide employment 
opportunities to black workers in town and the surrounding area in addition to providing work 
outside the home to women for the first time. While the overall county population increased by 19% 
during the 1920s with an additional 4,000 white residents, the black population decreased from 2,930 
in 1920 (17%) to 2,248 (11%) in 1930.13 
 
During the 1920s and 1930s, however, the neighborhood experienced growth and benefitted from 
strong leadership. Dr. P.C. Corbin, who had gained the trust of both the white and black communities 
of Pulaski for his successful treatment of all patients during the influenza epidemic, was an active 
leader in the community. A member of the local NAACP chapter, he was a strong advocate for 
improving the educational opportunities for the black students of Pulaski. Corbin was also 
instrumental in organizing the Pulaski Mutual Savings Society in the early 1920s to provide loans to 
the black community. Members of the Society, including Corbin, also operated the Graham, Corbin, 
and Lewis Concrete Block Manufacturing Company in the neighborhood. Using this concrete block, 
Corbin built a three-story building on W. Main Street (demolished) in 1923, known as the Corbin 
Building, which housed a grocery store and apartments.14 Dr. Maceo A. Santa Cruz, the only black 
dentist in the area, also established an office in the Corbin Building in 1928. Dr. Santa Cruz and his 
wife, who taught domestic sciences at the Calfee Training School and provided lunches to the 
students, were also active members in the community and the local chapter of the NAACP.15 The 
1927 Sanborn Map shows the addition of several commercial buildings on Randolph Avenue and 
Second Street (W. Main Street) as well as an auto-repair shop, a warehouse, and the Empire Colliers 
Coal Complex on Water Street (now Johnson Street and Altoona Road).16 The Odd Fellows Hall also 
organized with a building on Randolph Street during this time.  
 
As an industrial town, the local economy of Pulaski was severely impacted by the Great Depression 
with several industries closing and others laying off or furloughing employees due to reduced 
production.17 While the overall county population remained relatively stable, the black population 
continued to decline due to the local reduction in industrial employment as well as the general 
movement north associated with the Great Migration. Between 1920 and 1930, the black population 
decreased from 11% to just 7% with the loss of 195 black residents.18 In spite of this decline, Calfee 
Training School continued to grow in attendance and curriculum with an enrollment of 224 students 
in 1933 and the addition of two years of high school education.19 The first class of students 
completing four years of high school instruction graduated in 1935.20 In 1936, the economy began to 
rebound as Appalachian Electric Power announced plans to begin construction in 1937 of the $10 
million dam and power plant project that would create Claytor Lake.21 
 
The neighborhood suffered a tremendous blow when the Calfee Training School was destroyed by 
fire in November 1938.22 However, this tragic loss provided an opportunity for leaders in the 
community, such as Chauncey Harmon and Dr. Corbin, to advocate for improved facilities for the 
black students of Pulaski.23 After several months of public outcry from both the white and black 
communities, during which time the students were temporarily housed in the Odd Fellows Hall and 
the basements of First Baptist Church and New Century Methodist Church, the school board agreed 
to construct a new eight-room school with an auditorium.24 However, the decision was made to send 
the black high school students to Christiansburg Institute in Montgomery County rather than 
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accommodating them with the construction of a larger school.25 The new Calfee Training School 
opened in September 1939 with an enrollment of 235 students in the first through eighth grades.26  
 
Throughout its lifespan, the Calfee Training School not only served as an elementary school for black 
pupils, but also as a community center for the surrounding neighborhood and other black 
communities in town. According to various newspaper articles and regular announcements in the 
“Colored News” column by Ethel Carter in the Pulaski Southwest Times, numerous events, student 
performances, fund drives, and meetings took place on a regular basis at Calfee Training School. 
Beginning as early as March 1940, adult classes offered to the community included instruction in 
nursing, mathematics, reading, and sewing with as many as forty-five adults enrolled.27 Fundraising 
events held at the school included a drive to “aid the fight against infant paralysis” and events 
sponsored by the schools’ Merchandise Club to raise money for playground equipment. The school 
also provided hot lunches to children and musical instruction with support from the Community 
Fund.28 The impact of World War II was evident in an original “playlet” titled “Air Raid Precaution” 
performed by the sixth and seventh graders. The school also served as a distribution center for sugar 
ration cards before and after school hours during wartime.29 In 1944, the school hosted an 
organizational meeting of veterans from World War I and II to form an American Legion Post for 
Colored Veterans of Pulaski and vicinity.30 Perhaps the most enduring tradition for the school and 
larger black community of Pulaski was the annual May Day when students and their families from 
schools all over the county came to Calfee for games and festivities.31   
 
Following World War II, the black population of the Town of Pulaski reached a height of 10% before 
declining to 8% in the 1960s and 1970s.32 The neighborhood continued to be the center of the larger 
black community with the school and churches bringing students and their families to the area from 
across town and throughout the surrounding county. Dr. Santa Cruz constructed a building next door 
to the Corbin Building on W. Main Street for his dentist practice around 1950. More significantly, the 
building also housed the Corbin Branch of the YMCA and the Calfee Branch Library.33 The YMCA 
was sponsored by the Christian Citizens League under the leadership of Rev. T. G. Howard, pastor of 
the New Century Methodist Church for over twenty years. Howard, whose wife was a teacher, was 
particularly interested in providing nurturing activities for the youth of Pulaski. It was Howard’s 
dream to build a community center, and this became the main objective of the Christian Citizens 
League over the next decade. Unfortunately, T.G. Howard did not live to see the center built, 
however, his dream was realized in 1965 when the new community center opened and was named the 
T.G. Howard Community Center in his honor.34 This center differs from the Corbin Branch YMCA 
and the Calfee School as it stands as the first community center envisioned, built, and owned solely by 
the black community rather than an extension for blacks of a facility already enjoyed by whites. Since 
its opening in 1965, the T.G. Howard Community Center has served as a focal point of social, 
recreational, and political life for the immediate and surrounding black community of Pulaski. 
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